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The need for dialogue between the vocational psychological and organisational 
perspectives on career 
 
Wendy Patton and Audrey Collin 
 
 
As editors of the recently published Vocational psychological and organisational 
perspectives on career: Towards a multidisciplinary dialogue (Collin & Patton, 2009), we 
have considerable interest in this particular issue of the Australian Journal of Career 
Development. This short piece will first present the purpose and thesis of that book and, in the 
light of them, will then comment on the four papers. 
 
 The book suggests that to understand the multidimensional and multilayered nature of 
career, “it has to be studied in a similarly multilayered and multi-perspectival way, and, 
indeed, it has been” (p. 3). Scholars have pointed out that there is a wide array of disciplines 
including economics, sociology, anthropology, geography, political science, various branches 
of psychology (e.g. industrial/organisational (I/O), vocational, counselling), psychiatry, 
education, organisation studies, organisational behaviour, personnel/human resource 
management, industrial relations, and more, all of which have something to say about career. 
Of these, the most influential, according to Peiperl and Arthur (2000), have been psychology, 
sociology, education and management. These many disciplinary perspectives on career 
constitute the rich field of career studies. 
 
 However, despite this potential for multidisciplinarity, scholars have pursued questions 
about career from within their own disciplinary theoretical and methodological bases and 
worked in disciplinary isolation. The book sets out how this has long been recognised and 
lamented by scholars in several of the disciplines interested in career; they have written of 
both disciplines and subdisciplines in terms such as “compartmentalization” (Schein, 2007, p. 
573), and “the siloed nature of the careers field” (Moore, Gunz and Hall (2007, p.14).. For 
vocational psychologists, a particular concern has been the split in their specialty into two  
(Savickas, 2001).The result of this disciplinary isolation is a “continuing sense of missed 
opportunities for the enrichment of career studies” (Collin & Patton, 2009, p. 3). It is 
awareness of that unfulfilled potential that prompted us to develop our book. 
 
 Although the book’s starting-point is the need for multidisciplinarity, it focuses on two 
distinct perspectives - the vocational psychological and the organisational – but 
acknowledges that this is just a beginning. By examining the differences and similarities 
between these perspectives, we aimed to enable each perspective to know more about the 
other so that they could engage in dialogue with a view to possible collaboration, and the 
prospect of creating synergy. A further motivation was to stimulate and support a 
conversation between theorists, researchers and practitioners. To achieve our purpose, we 
invited experts from both perspectives to contribute chapters on career theory, research, and 
interventions (including career counselling and guidance, career education, and the provision 
of career of information). They come from across the world, including, from Australia, Peter 
Creed, Michelle Hood, Peter McIlveen, and Wendy Patton; as well as Kerr Inkson in New 
Zealand. Based on these contributions, our final chapter (Collin & Patton, 2009) suggests that 
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there are grounds for dialogue between the perspectives, and discusses how that could be 
brought about.  
 
 Collin (2009) discusses the need for attention to terminology, and for scholars to consider 
whether it is multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity, or transdisciplinarity that they should be 
seeking, all terms which at present are sometimes used interchangeably. She distinguishes 
between multidisciplinarity, in which several disciplines work independently on the same 
problem, and are unchanged in themselves when they disperse, and interdisciplinarity, in 
which their collaboration may result in the building of bridges between them or, going even 
further, integration between them and the formation of a new, hybrid, discipline. One of the 
barriers to clarity is the lack of clarity in relation to the boundaries between the disciplines 
and subdisciplines themselves. We used Crites’ (1969) definition of vocational psychology as 
the study of vocational behaviour and development, further described by Fouad (2007) as 
concerned with career choice and work adjustment, career decision-making, the influence of 
context upon choice, and effective interventions. However, for the purposes of our argument, 
we took a broader view of the ‘organisational’ perspective than is generally taken by 
vocational psychologists, that is as I/O psychology which includes personnel selection, job 
analysis and classification, the measurement of abilities, personality, attitudes and morale, 
motivation and job satisfaction, performance appraisal, work design and safety, equal 
opportunities practices. Instead, we also included organisational specialties which have an 
interest in career, such as organisational behaviour and organisation studies, the academic 
study of human resource management/development, management development, succession 
planning, and organisation development, but about which vocational psychologists generally 
have little knowledge. 
 
 How timely and exciting it is, then, that four papers raising issues that resonate with those 
discussed in our book should now be published in the Australian Journal of Career 
Development. This paper presents us with the opportunity both to highlight some of those 
issues and point out how the authors’ deliberations on their topics could be enhanced by an 
increased attention to others. 
 
The Four Papers 
 The first of these, by Cameron, works in synergy with the thesis of our book, perhaps 
reflecting the Zeitgeist in the social sciences. Adopting the “bridge-building” rather than 
the “integration” interpretation of interdisciplinarity, Cameron reviews the theoretical 
underpinnings of both career development (CD) and human resource development (HRD), 
noting the convergence theme in the CD literature (Patton & McMahon, 2006; Savickas, 
2005); and identifies relevant career development theories in the HRD literature. Citing the 
study by Egan, Upton and Lyndham (2006), which “identified nineteen CD theories and 
thirty CD definitions from within the HRD literature” (p. X), she concurs with their view 
that “multicareer theory building may very well be the key to bridging predominantly 
individually oriented CD theories with HRD theory building efforts” (Egan, Upton & 
Lyndham, p. 470), and indeed that this “may also assist in addressing the frequent call for 
convergence in existing CD theories” (p. 470). Her stimulating discussion of how the fields 
of CD and HRD would benefit from dialogue helpfully elaborates some of the points made 
in our book. 
The second paper, by Larkin and Neumann, also echoes to some extent the thesis of 
our book. It recognises the need for collaboration between disciplines for the effective study 
of the issue of the ageing academic workforce in Australia, the career management of which, 
it notes, is seldom discussed. To develop a framework for understanding this, the authors aim 
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to provide an “interdisciplinary synthesis” of three literatures, of higher education, 
psychology, and the career that, as Table 1 (p. X) shows, are currently independent. Larkin 
and Neumann acknowledge that the concept of career for an individual is closely linked to 
the organisation, which is one of the initial premises of our book.  In it Baruch (2009) asserts 
that career management is shared between the organisation and the individual, and that 
human resource management (HRM) practices must be integrated with and supportive of the 
organisation’s overall strategy. However, their paper differs from our book in that its 
discussion of the career literature is limited to that on the organisational career. On the basis 
of the evidence in the book from both the vocational psychological and the organisational 
perspectives, it can be argued that Larkin and Neumann’s framework would be considerably 
enhanced by broadening their discussion to include vocational psychological as well as 
further organisational theories. In particular, the use of the integrative and transdisciplinary 
theoretical frameworks discussed by Inkson (2009) could prove particularly helpful. It can 
also be noted that while the paper identifies matters for HRM practice, it does not attend to 
issues concerning the counselling of individuals. 
The articles by Gribble and Miller, and Marchant provide empirical data on two 
different, but related areas. Marchant discusses the impact of job loss on managers, using data 
gathered during a period of economic restructuring in the 1990s to suggest somehing of the 
present crisis in managers’ careers in today’s economic downturn. She emphasises that the 
individual story is transcended by the repeating cycles of the economic context. She writes 
from the organisational perspective, but a multidisciplinary analysis of the present situation, 
for example drawing on vocational psychological theories (McIlveen, 2009) or other 
organisational theories (Creed & Hood, 2009), would enrich the discussion. It would also 
allow further identification of the implications for individuals, and the role not only of HRM. 
in responding to them, but also of career counselling. 
 
Gribble and Miller report on findings of a study investigating employee outplacement 
(or “career transition”) services. Again, this paper emphasises the significant interaction 
between the individual and context. The paper discusses the lack of situational relevance of 
outplacement assistance and suggests the need for a closer connection between understanding 
the individual’s psychological needs and organisational perspectives in relation to those 
needs. They argue that “outplacement appears to lack a holistic approach to the loss of a job 
for the retrenchee” (p. x). Nevertheless, Gribble and Miller’s description of outplacement 
services reads remarkably like activities common in the career field: career counselling and 
the provision of career information (see Patton, 2009). Here again, we suggest that adoption 
of a multidisciplinary approach would illuminate some of the issues. Moreover, drawing on 
multidisciplinary resources to the development of research questions (Mackenzie Davey, 
2009; Skorikov, 2009) would assist in contributing to a more holistic approach to this issue.  
 
Concluding Comments 
We are heartened by the publication of these four articles because they demonstrate 
effectively the validity of the thesis of our book. This is the need for multidisciplinary 
approaches in theory, research and practice in general, and dialogue between the vocational 
psychological and organisational perspectives on career in particular. These articles draw 
attention to the existence of organisational issues and practices which vocational 
psychologists either are unaware of or ignore, even though they are pertinent to a fuller 
understanding of the nature and experience of career. At the same time, it can be concluded 
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from these articles that the theories, research, and intervention practices of vocational 
psychologists would be very beneficial in the organisational domain.  
 We hope that readers will carry on the conversation between these perspectives for 
which our book argues. Our final chapter (Collin & Patton, 2009) suggests ways in which 
this might be done, including via the wiki www.careerstudies.net . 
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